
Environmental Health Disparities: A Framework
Integrating Psychosocial and Environmental

Concepts
Gilbert C. Gee and Devon C. Payne-Sturges

doi:10.1289/ehp.7074 (available at http://dx.doi.org/)
Online 16 August 2004

The National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences
National Institutes of Health

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

ehponline.org



 1

Revised:  July 27, 2004 

 

 

 

Environmental Health Disparities:  A Framework Integrating  

Psychosocial and Environmental Concepts 

 

 

 

 

Gilbert C. Gee, PhD1 and Devon C. Payne-Sturges, DrPH2 

 

1 University of Michigan School of Public Health 
Department of Health Behavior and Health Education 

2 U.S. EPA Office of Policy, Economics and Innovation 
 National Center for Environmental Economics 

 

 

 

 

Address correspondence to: 

Gilbert C. Gee, PhD 
University of Michigan School of Public Health 
Department of Health Behavior and Health Education 
1420 Washington Heights, Room M5224 
Ann Arbor, MI  48109-2029 
gilgee@umich.edu 
734 615-7825 



 2

 

 

Running title:  “Environmental Health Disparities:  A Framework” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key words:  health disparities, review, psychosocial, race, ethnicity, framework, 

environmental, stress, environmental justice 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements:  We thank Marc Zimmerman and Onyemaechi Nweke for their 

helpful comments with previous drafts of this manuscript.  Disclaimer:  The views 

expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not represent official U.S. 

EPA Policy.  There are no conflicts of interest. 

 

 

Abbreviations: EDP = exposure disease paradigm



 3

Outline of section headers: 

Abstract 

Introduction 

Health Disparities and the Environment 

The Stress-Exposure Disease Framework 

 The Exposure Disease Paradigm 

 Race and Residential Location 

 Environmental Burdens:  Environmental Justice 

 Structural Factors 

 Community Stressors  

  Health effects of stress 

  Types of community stressors 

  Racial disparities in exposure to stressors 

 Neighborhood Resources 

 Community stress 

Future Directions 

Conclusion 

 



 4

Abstract: 

 Although it is often acknowledged that social and environmental factors interact 

to produce racial and ethnic environmental health disparities, it is still unclear how this 

occurs.  Despite continued controversy, the environmental justice movement has 

provided some insight by suggesting that disadvantaged communities face greater 

likelihood of exposure to ambient hazards.  The exposure disease paradigm has long 

suggested that differential “vulnerability” may modify the effects of toxins on biological 

systems.  However, relatively little work has been done to specify whether racial and 

ethnic minorities may have greater vulnerability than majority populations, and further, 

what these vulnerabilities may be.  We suggest that psychosocial stress may be the 

vulnerability factor that links social conditions with environmental hazards.  

Psychosocial stress can lead to acute and chronic changes in the functioning of body 

systems (e.g. immune) and also lead directly to illness.   

 We present a multidisciplinary framework integrating these ideas.  We argue that 

residential segregation leads to differential experiences of community stress, exposure 

to pollutants, and access to community resources.  When not counterbalanced by 

resources, stressors may lead to heightened vulnerability to environmental hazards.    




